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by Lawrence Buentello 
 
Grayson first saw her as she rode from the trees of the forest beyond his small house. The 
sun, with the last of the light it threw over the hills to the west, illuminated her astride her 
horse in burnished gold and yellow streaks. But even as the sun set, she glowed, and her 
horse also shone with a pure white light that brightened the long grasses over which she 
rode. She paced her horse before his small house in the country, while he stood leaning 
against the wood posts of the corral in which his own mare nervously stirred. 
 
With every pass she came nearer, and when she was near enough, even as the darkness of 
the evening swept over the fields, he clearly saw her face, which was beautiful and perfect, 
and her long, white hair, which contrasted strangely with her youth. The fierce red eyes of 
her mount told him that neither was moving in a body of flesh, but that they were composed 
of a spiritual fabric that left no sound as the horse trampled the field. She bade to him with a 
thin, white hand, and called his name repeatedly, Grayson, O Grayson, come to me, my love— 
 
But the young man only bent to lift the lantern at his feet, and sparked his tinder to light it in 
a familiar way. He raised the lantern as high as his shoulder and watched her ride, hoping the 
light would turn her away. She and the horse stood still after a while, her diaphanous gown 
billowing in a nonexistent breeze, her hair rising on a supernatural wind, her lips parted, but 
not moving, as she said, Grayson, O Grayson, come to me, my love— 
 
No! he shouted, I will not come with you! Go away! 
 
But she wouldn’t go away, no matter how many times he implored her to leave, nor did the 
horse move from where it stood. 
 
He turned, following the halo of light cast from the lantern as he carried it into the small 
house. He shut the door and windows, despite the warmth of the evening. From time to 
time he peered from behind the shutters to see her waiting in the field beyond the house, 
glowing like the dying embers of a fire, before turning away from the sight of her and 
struggling to find sleep. He slept alone, since his mother, father, and brother had died of the 
same fever that left him untouched. In this house of death, he was alive, but haunted by the 
dead, and now she had come back to him. He knew her presence was unnatural—he’d 
dreamt of her many times over the previous week, perhaps presaging her actual 
appearance—but the apparition beyond the house wasn’t her, only a ghost of her, shining like 
the moon. 
 
Grayson visited the priest’s house the next day. 
 
The old man was a humble man, having served the people of the village for many years, 
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through fevers and plagues, without once having been touched by sickness. This gave him a 
reputation as one allied with divine grace, though the priest never asked for more in tithing 
from the villagers than he needed to survive. 
 
So Grayson traveled long miles from his father’s farm to receive a blessing. 
 
 “Why do you wish to be blessed?” the priest asked as he met Grayson beneath the sun. His 
clouded blue eyes shone behind pale wrinkles. “Are you ill?” 
 
 “No, Father,” Grayson said, glancing back nervously to where his mare stood tied to a post. 
He met the old man’s gaze again, still trying to find the right words to describe his problem. 
“I am being haunted.” 
 
The priest raised his white eyebrows. “Haunted? Where? At your father’s house?” 
 
 “It’s not the house, Father. I am being haunted.” 
 
 “By what?” 
 
 “By the ghost of Heather Wade.” 
 
The old priest studied Grayson’s face a moment, then nodded. “Come into my house and 
explain yourself, young Grayson.” 
 
Grayson sat with the priest at his table, recounting his courtship of Heather, and their 
family’s mutual acceptance of a possible betrothal. This the priest already knew, for he made 
it his business to know the matrimonial intentions of his people. But before their bond could 
deepen, and be consecrated by the priest, Heather and her family had succumbed to the 
same fever that claimed Grayson’s family, too. 
 
Though Grayson had felt a growing affection for the girl, he could not say that he loved her, 
though he was greatly saddened by her death. 
 
But now she had returned from the place of the dead, manifesting before his house, 
entreating him to join her; now he feared for his life, and the blackening of his soul if he 
were to cavort with spirits. 
 
 “This is very serious,” the old man said. “Are you certain what you’ve seen is real? Have you 
been drinking ale or wine?” 
 
 “No, Father,” Grayson said. He recalled her waiting on her horse in the twilight of the day 
and shuddered. “You may follow me home if you wish to see for yourself.” 
 
The priest sat back in his chair. “I believe you have seen something terrifying to you, son. 
Whether it be the spirit of Heather Wade or not, I couldn’t say. I blessed the graves of the 
girl and her family, so how could she rise as a spirit?” 
 
 “I don’t know,” Grayson said, knowing that he was speaking a lie. 
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 “If it were truly the ghost of Heather, then something profound must have motivated her 
shade to return to you. Tell me truthfully—were you betrothed?” 
 
Grayson bowed his head, ashamed of his deception. “No, Father. Had we been betrothed, 
you would have consecrated our union.” 
 
When Grayson looked up again into the priest’s eyes, he hoped his lie wasn’t writ across his 
face. 
 
 “Very well,” the old man said. “Then something else is plaguing you, perhaps some 
demonic imp that has nothing to do with Heather Wade. You are living alone now, Grayson, 
and men who live alone often find themselves the prey of supernatural temptations. Guard 
against any consorting with devilry.” 
 
The old priest blessed Grayson that day, praying sincerely for the boy’s protection. But all 
the while the boy listened to the old man’s Latin utterances, he felt guilt for his sin. He’d lied 
to the priest, but had he really lied? Heather had orchestrated their meeting with the hermit 
of the woods, and Grayson had only placated her wishes because he wanted to be with her 
sensually. But the hermit held no divine powers, surely, not like the priest. 
 
After receiving the old man’s blessing, Grayson thanked him with the few pennies in his 




She returned that night, despite the priest’s blessing, her horse capering on the field beyond 
the house, calling—Grayson, come with me, my love! You are my betrothed, pledged to be with me! 
 
He stood with his fingers pressed into the wood of the window sill, staring at the phantasm 
moving gracefully beneath the light of the half moon. Though he prayed, he knew his 
prayers would not be heard. He’d lied to the priest, and so his sin was being repaid with 
indifference. 
 
I will not go to you, I won’t! 
 
Grayson shuttered the window and sat by the small fire of the hearth, rocking slowly on his 
knees, wondering what he could possibly do to send her spirit away. 
 
Yes, she loved him. He knew this to be true. But he didn’t love her, nor even wanted her, 
beyond that night— 
 
Before the fever had swept through the countryside, while they were both still healthy and 
young, he pursued Heather Wade with a sensual desire that would not be denied. Yet she 
denied him, while professing love for him. Neither his father nor hers would allow the priest 
to betroth them so impetuously, though she begged her father on many occasions. Without a 
proper betrothal, which she insisted would bond them together forever, in this life and the 
next, she wouldn’t allow him to lie with her, which he desperately desired. 
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There seemed no solution to their dilemma, until she spoke of the old hermit of the hills. 
 
Heather had been a wild girl in many ways. She’d believed in the old wives’ tales of gathering 
magic from the plants and the trees, and of heathen practitioners who still embraced the 
dark arts. Her mother had told her of the old hermit in the hills, who had once been a man 
in their village, but whose insistence on practicing forbidden magic forced the priest to exile 
him to the wilderness. 
 
Certainly, for a few pennies, the old hermit would bind them with his arts; they would be 
forever betrothed, and able to consummate their love without sin. 
 
Grayson didn’t believe in magical hermits and would have laughed at her silliness if he hadn’t 
desired her so much. 
 
So they set out one morning, walking into the hills until they did find an old man living in the 
woods who claimed to be a sorcerer (among many absurd mantles). This old man, Seamus of 
the Hills, laughed through his long, white beard, accepted their pennies, and chanted before 
a small fire set burning amongst the trees. He took Heather’s hand in his left hand, and 
Grayson’s in his right, and pressed them together as he sang in an unknown language. 
 
After the final note of his song, he declared the boy and girl now bonded, betrothed in this 
world and the divine, never to be separated by life or death. 
 
That night, after they returned to the village, she lay with him and he was finally satisfied, but 
it was only a sensual desire he fulfilled, for he felt no love for her. 
 
Neither his parents nor hers ever discovered their “betrothal,” and now they all were dead, 
except for Grayson, and the spirit on a ghostly horse that pranced beyond his house in the 
dark of the frightening world. 
 
He did not sleep that night. On the morrow, he would seek out the old hermit again, the 





The next morning, Grayson commenced on foot through the hills, having left his horse 
corralled since the beast would move only with difficulty over the rocky falls and rises. When 
they earlier journeyed through the hills in search of the old man, Heather seemed to know 
which way to move from rise to rise, as if she’d traveled there before; now Grayson felt lost 
in the tendrils of fog caressing the grass, so that after a pair of hours, the sun failing to chase 
the clouds from the hills, he began calling out for the old man, Seamus, more frantically with 
every passing minute. 
 
As Grayson sat on a large stone gathering his wits, he lowered his head in prayer a moment, 




The hermit laughed and spiked his walking staff before the young man’s feet. “Pray not for 
holy intervention into unholy things.” 
 
Grayson stood, unnerved by the hermit’s sudden appearance. “I’ve come into the hills to 
seek your guidance.” 
 
 “Why else would you appear before me?” The old man touched his white hair thoughtfully, 
a terrible smile rising in his beard. “I see the lust is gone from your eyes, as it enthralled you 
at your last visit. Replaced by something less enchanted, I perceive. Where is the lass to 
whom I bound you in betrothal? Has she left you for another?” 
 
 “She is dead.” 
 
 “Then let us mourn for her soul. Or would you have me mourn?” 
 
Within the intrusive fingers of fog, Grayson recounted his Heather’s death, her arrival as a 
specter, and his deception of the priest. And, most of all, he emphasized his great desire to 
be free of her supernatural beseeching of his love, of which he had none to give her, if he 
ever loved her in life. 
 
 “There must be a way to break this betrothal,” Grayson implored the old man of the hills. 
“You who bound us must be able to break that bond as well. Surely there must be a way?” 
 
Seamus cackled wickedly, his laugh echoing through the shrouded hills. He stamped his staff 
into the ground repeatedly, as if enjoying, beyond measure, the young man’s dilemma, before 
leaving it standing in the ground of its own powers. “Then you admit you did not love the 
girl?” 
 
Grayson shook his head ashamedly. “No.” 
 
 “You merely wanted to satisfy your carnal needs, and now you wish release from the shade 
that loves you still?” 
 
“Yes, I confess this to you! Judge me if you will, but free me from her torment!” 
 
“Her love is a torment to you?” 
 
 “She wishes me to die to satisfy her love. And I do not wish to die.” 
 
 “Yes, I see the fear in your eyes. How sad it is to see a man, even a young man, fear such a 
powerful act of love. But so be it.” 
 
The old hermit reached into his filthy vestments and retrieved a small wooden vial capped 
with moss. “Drop this powder into water and drink it before you sleep. Thereafter you shall 
meet your betrothed in your dreams so you may confess to her that you don’t truly love her. 
No harm will come to your body, such as a spirit might render unto flesh, for dreams are 
ethereal. Your confession will set you free.” 
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Grayson accepted the vial, but shook his head. “I do not wish to confront her again, even in 
my dreams.” 
 
 “Only your confession will make you free of her inveigling spirit.” 
 
The young man gazed at the vial in his fingers, terrified of confronting Heather in his 
reveries. “I have no pennies to trade you.” 
 
The hermit only laughed at this admission of poverty, pulled his staff from the earth, then 
turned away and began walking back through the fog. He said, as he disappeared into the 




She continued haunting his nights as he shuttered his father’s house and tried to sleep amidst 
her plaintive calls for him, and though he now possessed the ability to confront her through 
the dark gifts of the hermit, he couldn’t bring himself to consume the powder. 
 
Night after night, Grayson sat cross-legged by the fire of the hearth, listening to her 
unearthly voice, tending the terrible guilt he carried for having deceived her in life. What 
could he possibly say to her in death that would cause her to forgive him? 
 
Night after night he heard her weeping on the wind, her separation from him an unbearable 
sorrow that ached in her voice. 
 
Grayson endured her cries as long as possible, until one night he simply couldn’t stand 
hearing her moans penetrate the shutters of the house any longer, and resolved to finally 
face her in his dreams. He tapped the contents of the wooden vial into a cup of old ale, 
stirring the powder into the liquid with the vial in which it came. Then, girding his courage 
as a man might heel a horse through treacherous terrain, he drank the ale and dropped the 
cup onto the floor. Thereafter, not knowing what to expect from the old hermit’s 
enchantment, he lay by the guttering fire of the hearth and closed his eyes. 
 
When once again he became aware of the world, he was standing in a vast meadow trimmed 
in shimmering grass and foxtail, the land beneath glowing supernaturally, as if it were 
consumed by mist. He realized that he must be dreaming, but the fidelity of this dream was 
unlike any he’d ever experienced. He stood searching for the sun, but the sky shone as a 
uniform blue swath as dense as the surface of a pool. 
 
Was this vision the effect of the powder he’d consumed? And wasn’t he meant to confront 
his lost betrothed in his dream? 
 
Grayson had little time to consider these questions, for in a moment she appeared, walking 
toward him from the hills, but not spectrally—the girl who stood before him was his own 
Heather Wade as she appeared in life, her tawny hair lifted by an unfelt wind, her green eyes 
glistening in the sunless light. Great happiness shone in her face, her smile radiant and warm, 
as it always shone when he kissed her in the meadows by her family’s farm. 
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“Grayson, my love!” she said. “I knew you’d come to me!” 
 
He moved toward her, now unafraid of her presence, since she no longer wore white hair 
and deathly pale flesh. He reached out his hand to her, and she reached out her hand to his, 
but neither felt the touch of the other. 
 
“Why can’t I feel your hand?” she asked, sorrow coming into her eyes. 
 
Grayson stood confounded by her beauty, struck by the same desire he’d felt for her before 
her death—at last he found the words to speak as he moved his hand away. 
 
“We’re meeting only in a dream,” he said. “The old hermit of the hills gave me a powder to 
meet you in this way so I could tell you what I must. Heather, you must go away from me.” 
 
“Grayson, why do you say this?” She reached to embrace him, but could not transgress the 
limitations of his dream. “You must come with me and be with me forever. We are 
betrothed!” 
 
“You died from a fever, my Heather. And I survived and walk among the living still. You 
must cease trying to take me away with you, for I still have a long life to live on earth.” 
 
“No! We swore before the hermit that we would stay together, forsaking all things. Even if I 
died, our souls must stay bonded throughout eternity!” 
 
“We cannot, poor Heather.” 
 
“We must! Grayson, don’t you love me?” 
 
He stared into her pretty face, his heart flooded by guilt for abusing her trust in life. But he 
remembered the long nights listening to the haunted beseeching of her ghost, and the fear 
her spectral visage left within him, and knew he must rid himself of her presence forever. 
 
“I never loved you, Heather,” he said, watching the anguish press deep lines into her mouth 
and cheeks. “I lied to you because I desired you. I was foolish, and sinful, for stealing your 
affection only to satisfy myself, but that is the truth and I am sorry. But you must go away 
from me now and be among the dead.” 
 
“I don’t believe you,” she said, shaking her head. “Seamus consecrated our betrothal;`  
you swore a vow among the hills. You are bound to me!” 
 
“No, Heather. Our union wasn’t sanctioned by the priest, only presided over by some mad 
heathen of the forest. We were never bonded, nor did I ever love you. I have a life to live 
now, I must marry and have children to work my family’s farm with me. And you must go 
on.” 
 
“You would marry another? But you swore your love for me—” 
 
“I lied to you, Heather! Now go away from me! I never loved you.” 
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He’d never seen such sorrow as that expressed upon the young girl’s face, the wide eyes and 
withered lips—without another word she turned away from him and began walking back 
through the meadow, her sobbing nothing less but the most melancholy music he’d ever 
heard, further and further away from him until she vanished into the glimmering grass and 




Heather Wade’s phantasm never returned to Grayson after that night, though for many 
evenings he stood by the old corral waiting for her to appear. He wished to apologize to her 
once again, for the guilt he carried with him felt like a dozen sacks of grain upon his back. 
The memory of her weeping in his dream as she left him forever, the dimensions of her 
heartbreak, were so vast that he felt the pain of it within his own heart, a pain which plagued 
him all of his years. 
 
The guilt of his sin weighed so heavily on his conscience that he could never marry or father 
children; he knew that when he died no one would remain to carry on the traditions of his 
family. 
 
In the years before his death he spent much time searching for the old hermit to give him 




When Grayson died, alone in a cold, dark room, he remained alone in death, betrothed only 
to the memory of his sins which, in his old age, seemed no less heavy than a great, abiding 
love. 
 
Untitled by Kialey Varaksin 
